Abstract: A global campaign to end "child marriage" has emerged over the last decade as part of growing international commitments to address gender inequities and improve female wellbeing. Campaigns typically assert that young brides have negligible autonomy in the marriage process and that marrying under 18 years has resolutely negative impacts on wellbeing. Yet, surprisingly few studies explore local attitudes towards marriage and its timing within contexts where early marriage is most common. As such our understanding of motivations and potential conflicts of interest leading female adolescents into marriage remain poorly informed by viewpoints of people purportedly at risk. We present an exploratory study of attitudes to early marriage in northwestern Tanzania where marriage before or shortly after 18 years is normative. We use focus group discussions, complimented by a survey of 993 women, to investigate local views on marriage. We explore (i) why people marry, (ii) when marriage is deemed appropriate, and (iii) who guides the marriage process. Contrary to dominant narratives in the end child marriage movement, we find that women are frequently active rather than passive in the selection of when and who to marry. Furthermore, marriage is widely viewed as instrumental in acquiring social status within one's local community. Our conclusions illuminate why rates of early marriage remain high despite potential negative wellbeing consequences and increasingly restrictive laws. We discuss our results in relation to related qualitative studies in other cultural contexts and consider the policy implications for current efforts to limit early marriage in Tanzania and beyond.
Introduction
A global campaign to end "child marriage", defined as marriage under 18 years and overwhelmingly affecting girls and young women, has emerged over the last decade. 1 For example, in 2011 Girls Not Brides, a global partnership now including over 1000 civil society organisations, was founded "to accelerate efforts to prevent child marriage"; 2 and in 2015 the Sustainable Development Goals pledged to "eliminate all harmful practices, such as child, early, and forced marriage". 3 These activities reflect growing international commitments to gender equality, with attention focusing on South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa, where today an estimated 50% and 40% of girls respectively marry under 18 years. 1 Humanitarian concern is grounded in the view that young brides lack autonomy and informed consent to marry, and that early marriage initiates a cascade of harmful consequences, including health risks of early pregnancy, low educational achievement, poor mental health, curtailment of economic opportunities, and an elevated risk of intimate partner violence. [4] [5] [6] Despite increasing concern surrounding "child marriage", few studies document locally held views surrounding early transitions to marriage in cultural settings where it is most common. Consequently, present understandings of motivations leading to early marriage are arguably more grounded in moral concerns, than in the priorities and experiences of the very people purportedly at risk. This is problematic because the end "child marriage" movement rests on an externally drawn threshold (18 years) demarcating childhood innocence from adult responsibility, largely failing to acknowledge that (i) a strict barrier between "childhood" and "adulthood" depends on material and social conditions commonly absent in lowincome nations; [7] [8] [9] [10] and (ii) in many contexts the majority of "child marriages" occur in later adolescence (i.e. 15-17 years), a time of emerging autonomy. 11 We therefore hereafter avoid the term "child marriage", instead referring to "early marriage", or "marriage under 18 years" when referring to this threshold.
A small qualitative literature suggests that early marriage is viewed positively in certain situations, or as a logical option given local alternatives. 10, [12] [13] [14] [15] [16] For example, among Kenyan Maasai, some parents view early marriage as a means of securing their daughters' futures through alliance formation in the face of changing livelihoods and limited opportunities for young girls. 13 Parents also report that early marriage protects daughters from social and health risks associated with premarital and/or transactional sex and childbearing. 10, 13, 14, [16] [17] [18] [19] [20] Moreover, young women sometimes view early marriage as improving their lives by: helping their family and themselves economically; 15, 16, 21 gaining independence or respect within their homes and community; 12, 14, 21 or protecting their health through the limitation of sexual partners. 22 Studies also highlight perceived costs to early marriage including violence, power imbalances between spouses, and lack of preparedness for married life. 19, 23 Collectively, these studies do not negate concerns about negative consequences of early marriage. However, they indicate that in some contexts parents and daughters view early marriage as a strategy of risk-reduction rather than a harmful behaviour.
Here, we explore attitudes surrounding early marriage in northwestern Tanzania, where female marriage before or just after 18 years is normative. The study site offers a not atypical context where early marriage is prevalent but primarily affects adolescents; 30% of 20-24-year-old Tanzanian women marry before 18 years, but the overwhelming majority of marriages take place at 15 years and over. 24 Bridewealth is customary, meaning conflicts of interest could arise between parents and daughters over timing of marriage. Early marriage rates have, for example, been shown to increase with extrinsic economic shocks where bridewealth is practiced, with parents presumably marrying daughters early to access capital. 25 But divorce and premarital sex and birth are common, 26 so marriage transitions may be less pivotal in defining a women's life course compared to populations where these are less common or acceptable.
Within Tanzania broadly, the legal status of early marriage is in flux. In 2016, after some resistance, 27 Tanzania's high court revised the legal age for marriage for girls from 15 years to 18 years, a move marked as a victory by the end "child marriage" movement. At the same time, it became illegal to marry or impregnate schoolgirls, but without implications for marrying girls/young women not enrolled in school. 28 A year later an appeal against the revised marriage age was lodged, citing contradictions with customary law and religious doctrine, and the implementation of the revised law stalled. 29 This situation highlights tension between development sector narratives highlighting the harms of early marriage, and cultural values that view it as intolerable only under specific circumstances.
We investigate local attitudes regarding (i) why people decide to marry, (ii) when to marry, and (iii) who decides when and whom a woman should marry. We focus on marriage generally and then timing of marriage specifically because, despite the classification of early marriage as a "harmful cultural practice", 30 marriages before and after 18 years are not locally regarded as distinct forms of marriage. Rather, marriage is a practice which occurs at various ages, and the overwhelming majority of women who don't marry before 18 years do so soon after. Through this strategy we situate marriages before 18 years within the context of marriage generally, drawing on shared drivers.
Methods

Study site
Our study took place in Kisesa Ward of northwestern Tanzania, 20 km east of Mwanza. Kisesa is the site of a Health and Demographic Surveillance System (HDSS) run by the National Institute of Medical Research (NIMR) which has collected health and demographic data from the local population since 1994. 31 We worked within one semiurban and one rural village. The villages were chosen to capture the extremes of a local rural-urban gradient since views on marital timing may vary with urbanisation, and associated exposures to different ideas and opportunities.
Kisesa residents are primarily Sukuma. The Sukuma make up approximately 15% of the country's population 32 and are traditionally patrilineal/local. In rural villages, farming and cattlekeeping dominate, while livelihoods in semiurban areas are diversifying into trading, skilled and unskilled labour. 33 Primary school enrolment is nearly universal and approximately 50% of both sexes progress to secondary school, with progression highest in the semi-urban community. 33 Poverty is high in the area; half of households are classified as severely food insecure. 33 Marriage is nearly universal, and both divorce and remarriage are common. 26 Women marry early, though the median age at first marriage has risen over the past half century from 17 to 19 years. 34 Marriages take place formally and informally. Formal marriages involve a religious, legal, or traditional ceremony. The majority include bridewealth transfers from husband to in-laws, 35 negotiated prior to marriage and paid in money, cows, goats, or other currencies. Payments are typically higher for younger brides. 35 Informal marriages describe cohabitation without a ceremony and women's parents may request "compensation" (a late bridewealth payment) from their daughter's husband.
Focus group discussions
To understand views surrounding marriage, we conducted four semi-structured focus group discussions (FGD) in September 2017. FGDs were conducted separately with mothers and fathers of young girls (15 years or younger) in each community. FGDs were structured around three main questions: how do people marry; why do people marry; when do people marry? While discussions were allowed to flow, facilitators redirected participants back to the primary themes when discussions strayed too far and asked probing questions to ensure topics had been saturated within the group before moving on. FDGs were recorded digitally, transcribed and translated into English. After each discussion, facilitators and the first author discussed and recorded their first impressions of the FGD.
The village centers of the rural (top) and semi-urban (bottom) communities.
Participants were identified from eligible men and women from the household survey (see below). Ten to 12 potential participants were recruited per FGD to ensure that six to nine participants attended. Each FGD ended up with 9-11 participants. Male participants' ages ranged from 30 to 72 years and women's ages from 23 to 45 years. The majority of participants were famers; a few women identified as entrepreneurs. FGDs lasted approximately 1.5 h and all participants received a 5000 Tanzanian Shilling (∼2.23 USD) compensation.
Surveys
Surveys were conducted in both communities from July through October 2017 to capture women's attitudes towards and experiences of marriage, and to build a basic demographic profile of Kisesa's population of young women. We interviewed 993 females aged 15 through 35 years from 743 households selected randomly using the HDSS as a sampling frame. Surveys recorded women's marital history, and their views surrounding marriage. Women identified the ideal ages for males and females to marry, and who they felt was the correct person to decide when a woman should marry (they were allowed to identify more than one person). Women who had never been married (n = 491), were asked to anticipate who would decide when and who they would marry (if they thought they would marry some day). Women who had ever been married (n = 502) were asked about changes that had occurred at the time of their marriage in terms of their status within their community, standard of living, and autonomy in household decision-making.
Data Analysis
We used a framework analysis approach to analyse FGD data, allowing themes to emerge from our three main questions and participants' narratives. 36, 37 The authors familiarised themselves with the FGD data by reading notes taken at the discussions and the translated transcripts. Using the FGD structure (made up of three research questions) as a starting point, ideas and concepts were drawn from the data to develop categories and themes; quotes were indexed and sorted manually. 
Ethical considerations
Ethical approval was obtained from the University of California, Santa Barbara (Human Subjects Committee #1-17-0405) and NIMR (Lake Zone IRB #MR/53/100/463). Informed consent was obtained verbally from participants prior to data collection. Consent statements were read and then given to the participants along with contact information for the researchers who participants were encouraged to contact with any questions or concerns. For minors, parents/guardians provided consent for their daughters' participation after which the minor provided her assent.
Results
Why marry?
When asked why one gets married, initial responses from FGD participants were short and expressed with self-evidence. Many suggested that marriage was the law -with references to natural law, God's law, and Sukuma law. When asked to elaborate on why one marries in the local community, three main themes emerged.
Childbearing FDG participants nearly universally cited childbearing as a reason for marrying: "You give birth and feel good. When you give birth and make your home with your children, it is a pleasure for the family, children and relatives" [Woman, rural]; "A man marries in order to get children. That's when he feels happy" [Woman, rural]. Not being able to have children was seen as a major hardship experienced within marriages. If either partner were infertile, then conflict between the spouses ensues and one partner may decide to have children outside of the relationship to fulfil this need.
Though children are closely linked to happiness within marriage, having children outside of marriage is common in this area. 26 Among survey participants, approximately one-third of women who had ever given birth were unmarried at the time of their first birth.
Partnership
Women and men commonly cited partnership as a reason to marry -in terms of love and council, and in sharing life's responsibilities. Through marriage each partner gains a helper; women take on responsibilities like cooking food and fetching water, while males become responsible for earning money which is used by his wife to fulfil her responsibilities. In addition to practical responsibilities shared by a couple, they also share ideas: "The man depends on a woman and a woman depends on the man. That's why I decided to marry -so that we can exchange ideas. One person's ideas cannot work out like two people's ideas. That is what I understand" [Man, semi-urban]. If love and partnership break down, this can lead to infidelity or abuse.
Respect and status
Finally, marriage brings respect and status within one's family and community. Both men's and women's views gain weight within their community by being married; their views will be sought in community decision-making and their contributions sought in community activities. Not being married may be detrimental for men or women:
"You will be counted on the issue of making decisions in the community [if you are a married man] and you will be respected. But if you don't have a wife, people will disrespect you even on making decisions. Even when you have a good contribution, it will look like rubbish since you don't have a family. You as a man cannot run your own life without a wife." [Man, semi-urban] "I may decide not to marry and I start my own business and make a large profit that will satisfy my life but the problem is I don't have a man, so I won't be respected in society. They will say 'this lady is not married'. They will say 'she can't be married; maybe she has some problems'. You see, they won't know what is inside my mind, it is difficult to know why I didn't marry." [Woman, semi-urban] The perception that marriage comes with greater respect and status within one's community is supported by the experiences of survey participants. 86% of ever-married women reported that their status within their community improved after marriage. Only 2% felt that their status had gotten worse since marriage, while the remaining women reported no change in status. Women who married from ages 15 through 22 were the most likely to report an improvement in status following marriage, though the majority of those who married earlier and later also reported an improvement. In contrast, when asked about changes in autonomy and standard of living, participant responses were more variable (Figure 1 ).
When to marry
The discussion of the "correct" time to marry centred not only around age, but also circumstances that make a given age the "right" or "wrong" time. Respondents were aware of circumstances which prompt a mistimed marriage for both males and females. Mistimed marriages come with consequences, but were viewed as unavoidable in certain circumstances.
The "right" time to marry Among survey participants, the median stated ideal age at marriage was 18 years for women (IQR = 18, 20) and 22 years for men (IQR = 20, 25) (Figure 2) . In all FDGs parents clearly indicated that ages at and over 18 years were the "right" time to marry for both males and females, though similarly to survey participants, they noted that males should be older than females. Some justified the view that over 18 years was the right time to marry because it is the age after which males and females are physically mature and will desire the opposite sex; others referenced Tanzanian Law (note: at the time of the FGDs the legal 18-year minimum age at marriage only applied to males).
Circumstances other than age, however, can indicate the "right" time to marry. For females, girls are considered ineligible for marriage so long as they are students, but when they leave school (through completion or drop-out) marriage is appropriate even if they are not yet 18 years: "If she fails her form two exams, then she can be married" [Woman, rural] . Others expressed that if a girl/woman is not in school, then she should marry to become "productive". If she were to stay at home, unmarried, and not in school she would be unproductive.
Males also should not marry while in school, but a more commonly cited indicator of the "right" time for males to marry was financial independence. A man must be able to provide for a family and he (or his family) should be able to pay a bridewealth. These abilities are not necessarily tied to his age: "[A man needs a] bed. A bed, maybe and other things like a bed cover, a house to live in. It is not good to marry and bring a wife to live at your home and you are still sleeping at your father's house … You are calling yourself a man. Yes, you are a man, but it is not good to do that since it is "Too early" and "too late" Some circumstances prompt a marriage to occur earlier or later than stated ideals. For both sexes, marrying before physical maturity is "too early". Respondents commonly noted that a man's body matures around 18 years: "He is capable of getting a woman pregnant. His sperm will be mature" [Man, rural]. On the other hand, respondents noted that females can be physically mature before 18 years: "At 14 a girl may look adult-like because of her body" [Man, rural]. Being physically mature may inspire a young man or woman to seek a partner sometimes earlier than is desirable:
"The body morphology may make a person marry even if they are too young to marry. When a boy or girl goes through puberty, they become attractive and that influences him or her to marry although the time may not be right." [Man, rural] Family hardships can also prompt young people to marry too early: "Even though the time is not right, since there is not a helper in the family but there are cows [for bridewealth] he should start a family so that she [his new wife] can help his mother. People may say that you married too early, but people from outside don't know about the responsibilities at home." [Man, rural] A woman may also marry "too early" in order to help her family. When women get married, her parents receive bridewealth which can help her family materially and socially. Bridewealth is understood as a sign of respect to the recipient, the wife and husband. If it is not paid, the couple experiences judgment:
"My husband will not be respected by my family like other men who have paid bridewealth to their inlaws, and this is the same to women. You will be disrespected." [Woman, semi-urban] Parents may push their daughters to marry "too early" in order to receive a bridewealth, a behaviour linked to poverty: "There is something called poverty and a difficult environment. As a parent, you may feel that Figure 2 . Ideal ages at marriage for females and males as reported by 15-35-year-old women surveyed in semi-urban and rural communities (n = 993) maybe through [your] child you will be able to get relief. Therefore, you will assign her relative to find her a man to marry her." [Man, semi-urban] Others disagreed with this idea, countering that early marriages among girls occurred because of early pregnancies not because of parents:
"I disagree with the issue you are calling desire of parents [for their daughters to marry]. No, you may find the child who is twelve, thirteen, fourteen up to fifteen is pregnant and as a parent you didn't know … Nowadays children are impregnated." [Man, semi-urban] Community members also identified men and women who married "too early" or "too late" based on the behaviours of siblings and peers. If a young person married before their older siblings or peers, then they have married too early. Conversely, if they are not yet married when their younger siblings and peers marry, then they are too late. In some circumstances, if it is the appropriate time for younger siblings to marry (because their agemates are marrying) but an older sibling is not yet married, a father may urge the older sibling to marry to "give the space to his siblings" [Man, semi-urban].
Marrying "too early" or "too late" comes with consequences. By remaining unmarried, young people's authority or adulthood is undermined. A woman remaining unmarried may be called "msichana wa gunila" (worthless girl) and cannot gain respect from her community through other roles. Males who do not marry are perceived as avoiding responsibilities ("you will be considered as a person who likes pleasure" [Man, semi-urban]). On the other hand, a man who marries too early risks not being able to provide for his wife or children, thus undermining his status. Men and women who marry too early also risk having too many children (according to local ideals).
Adulthood and marriage
Marriage is integrally linked to local concepts of adulthood but adulthood is only partially linked to age. Many participants expressed that if one is an adult, then they should marry. Turning 18 years can mark the beginning of adulthood and thus the appropriate time to prepare for marriage. However, adulthood can occur before 18 years. Similarly to marriage, puberty marks the lower limit of adulthood, but if a woman under age 18 years feels that she is an adult then she can marry: "Others [females] are married at 13. Just two years ago it happened in town. A girl decided that she was an adult [so she was married]" [Woman, rural]; "If she feels that she is mature even at fourteen or fifteen, she can be married" [Woman, rural] . In such cases, these minors would use their marriage as a way of "announcing" their adulthood. In this way, adulthood can also be the consequence of marriage, rather than the cause. Men and women take on new responsibilities at marriage which transition them into adulthood: "Those responsibilities [that come with being married] make you an adult. You change from being a girl and become a woman/mother" [Woman, semi-urban]; "When you are married you will be considered as an adult so you have to participate in all community activities as an adult" [Man, rural].
Who decides when/who to marry?
The process of marriage -its timing and choosing a partner -was described as guided by the couple to be married, though parents help facilitate the process. FGD participants reported that marrying couples should decide when and who to marry, with males initiating the process: "it is the man and the woman who are responsible for their marriage" [Woman, rural]; "both the man and the woman should agree … you have to come to an agreement together" [Man, semiurban]. Once the couple agrees to marry, then parents negotiate bridewealth. In informal marriages, the couple simply begin cohabitating. In some instances, women's parents seek compensation from the husband, essentially a late bridewealth.
Some suggested that couple-directed (as opposed to parent-directed) marriage was a recent development. This perception was paired with the common notion that today's youths marry earlier than they used to in the past, despite evidence to the contrary. 34 Reasons for this perceived change included moral degradation, harmful effects of exposure to Western cultures, a lack of fear of God, and changing norms regarding parents' involvement in their children's lives. The mismatch between a real rising age at first marriage and a perceived child-led decrease in age at first marriage could reflect changing norms and decreased parental involvement in choosing their children's mates. Parents may see young people taking control of the marital process and conflate this
independence with young people getting married earlier these days.
Survey data corroborate the preference for self/ couple-directed marriages (Figure 3 ): unmarried girls/women overwhelmingly expected to decide on their own or in conjunction with someone else (usually a parent) when and who to marry (86% and 97% respectively); and among all women, 80% reported that a woman should decide when to marry on her own (58%) or with someone else (23%). These preferences are reflective of evermarried women's reports: 90% selected their first husband, while 6% picked their husband with parental help.
Discussion
Development narratives surrounding early marriage often take for granted that marriages before age 18 years lack meaningful consent and are resolutely harmful to wellbeing. Girls are routinely portrayed as forced into marriage with older men for the economic gain of parents (especially fathers) and patrilineal kin. Our findings suggest that reality is more complex; in this area of Tanzania the benefits of marriage generally may make early marriage specifically an attractive option for some young women. Two findings have particular relevance to the end "child marriage" movement: (1) women experience a high degree of autonomy over the marital process; and (2) marriage is a means of gaining respect and status within one's community. Together these factors may help explain why early marriages are common in this community.
Female autonomy over the marital process Campaigns to eradicate early marriage frequently emphasise that such marriages are driven by parents not young people, equating early marriage to forced marriage. 38, 39 However, we found a strong preference among both FGD and survey participants for young people selecting their own partners and deciding when to marry. These ideals and Figure 3 . Who will decide who (bar 1) and when (bar 2) to marry for unmarried women (n = 491), who should decide when a young woman will marry (bar 3; n = 993), and who selected husband for ever-married women (bar 4; n = 481) expectations are reflected in the experiences of women who had ever married. This finding corresponds to other studies from Tanzania which note autonomy among couples in guiding their marriage process, 40, 41 and more generally, autonomy in sexual and reproductive decision-making among young people. 41, 42 While some participants did suggest that poverty causes parents to push daughters to marry early, this situation was considered rare. Even without any parental interventions, however, poverty could constrain women's choices and prompt them to marry earlier than otherwise preferable. For example, in harsh environments, collective (family) interests may take precedence over individual interest. 7, 12, 13 In such environments, a daughter may see marrying as a means of supporting her family (and maybe even herself). 15, 16, 21 In Kisesa specifically, young women experiencing poverty may see marriage as a means of generating income and pride for her parents through a bridewealth transfer.
Some would argue women under 18 years are not capable of making fully informed decisions about marriage. However, the boundary between childhood innocence and adult responsibility is flexible; in some cases, an accelerated entry to adulthood could be used to women's advantage. A female survey participant who married before 15 years was orphaned early in life and lived with an abusive foster family. She used marriage to an older man to accelerate her entry to adulthood, thus emancipating herself from her abusive family. Such findings parallel those from the United States where for some minors staying unmarried may equate to a continued exposure to risk rather than a means of protection or preserving innocence. 43 Thus, rather than fixating on the arbitrary threshold of 18 years, humanitarian concern surrounding early marriage may be better refocused on circumstances more reliably predictive of infringements to female autonomy: in areas where very early marriage is common (<15 years), where parents exert full control over the marital process, or when divorce cannot be used to leave marriages. We must also be mindful that marital choices at any age are never fully informed or free from constraints. Choices are always constrained by locally available options 16 and individual characteristics (e.g. race, class, gender).
14 To conflate marriages before 18 years with forced marriage, is to ignore local options, voices, life courses, and complexities.
Marriage as a strategy to gain respect and status in community Why is marrying, sometimes early, an attractive path for women? Gaining status and respect from the community is one strong explanation. Within Kisesa, being a student is a respected role for unmarried girls/young women. 33 Following education, however, marriage remains an essential pathway for women to gain status and respect. Marriage also facilitates entry to adulthood. As elsewhere in Tanzania, 10, 12 the boundary between childhood and adulthood is not tied strictly to 18 years in Kisesa, varying with physical maturity and student status. In the absence of alternative respected roles for women and girls not in school, marrying remains the primary option for some women to become an adult, gain respect, and integrate into the Kisesa community even before 18 years without obvious costs to her wellbeing (see Schaffnit et al. 35 for an analysis of relationships between marital timing and women's wellbeing).
This finding contrasts with common assumptions that early marriage curtails women's opportunities to participate in the local economy and community. 6, 44 A young woman quoted previously highlighted that marriage may in fact permit her to fully participate in her community economically; remaining unmarried would cause community members to question her abilities, and exclude her from participating in activities outside the home. In other areas in Tanzania, where women's work outside the home is less common than in Kisesa, marriage also provides women economic independence, albeit via a husband's financial support. 12, 14 Community respect is unlike the other cited reasons to marry: children and partnership. The latter are not guaranteed with marriage. In contrast, respect and status following a marriage is reliable. Even if her relationship is "bad" a married woman will have respect from her family and community: "It is a respect. Even if she is beaten and mistreated, so long as she is married it's okay" [Woman, rural]. As such, it is unsurprising that in the absence of viable alternative pathways to respect and status, marriage is an attractive decision for young women, and in more extreme cases a means of leveraging themselves from harmful situations (as previously shown). 10, 45, 46 Limitations The number of FGDs was limited due to budgetary constraints, yet the themes/topics arising within each discussion (among males/females in rural/ semi-urban communities) were remarkably similar. Quantitative surveys addressed similar themes as FGDs, and often corroborated findings. We are thus confident that our study is broadly representative of attitudes within these communities. Participants may have been untruthful in responses regarding preferences for and actual ages at marriage. However, laws on marriage ages were not widely known, enforcement was not mentioned during fieldwork, and we emphasised to each participant that responses were confidential.
Conclusion
To improve young women's lives it is essential to consider the motivations to marry early despite purported harmful consequences. In Kisesa, where many women report high autonomy over the marital process, marriage is a means of becoming an adult after schooling, gaining status within the community, and bringing financial help and pride to one's family. So long as viable alternatives for achieving these ends are lacking, early marriage will be an attractive path for some women when "childhood" roles expire and/or offer less desirable circumstances than marriage. It is essential to engage with the reality that marrying early is attractive to young people in some contexts, while in other contexts marriage may indeed infringe upon women's autonomy regardless of their age.
A myopic focus on an arbitrary 18-year threshold dividing ostensibly harmful from not harmful marriages, and childhood innocence from adult responsibility may lead to missed opportunities to support girls and women regardless of their marital status. We thus advocate for more nuance, and culturally-sensitive perspectives in future policy and academic discourse on early marriage.
